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® . . ABSTRACT | -

The purpose of this qualitative study was to investigatethe aggregate irnpactsf -
incarcerationon the quality of community life in areas experiencing high concentrations of
incarceration. Throughout the report, incarcerationgenerally refers to a two- prong process: the e
process'of leaving the community to be incarcerated, and the process of returning frosm prison to
the community. To investigatethe impact of this dual process, we conducted a study of two
Tallahassee, Florida, neighborhoods that had been,previously identified as having high rates of -
incarceration relative-te other locations in that city. We reviewed historical and contemporary
documents and, employing a snowbal] approach, we interviewed over 30 local officials, :
community teaders and social service providers to gain an understanding of the social, political, T
andeconomiccontext of the néighborhiosds. These individualswere also instrumental in . . -
providing initial referralsto residents. Afier pilot tests and screeninginterviews, we conducted @
individual interviews and a series of four focus groups (1ed by a professional group facilitator) o
with 39 people either living or'working in the neighborhoods, 130f whom were ex-Gffenders.
Our approachwas first to ask respondents far general commentary about the processes of
individualg leaving for and retuening from prison on themselves, their families and their
communities, and then to explorethe responses we received to these opening probes.

C e 7 Our analyses identify four domains in which removing.and reintegrating ex-offenders
effects individuals, families and the community-at-large. While some of the impacts are positive
o (public safety) our respondents also emphasize the negative aspects of incarcerationand seentry
in their lives, through: {1) Stigma-—incarceration carries a negative social sa?, often becoming
an individual's master status, which is transferred to fasnily and community,.shaping the way
others view residentsand ex-offenders alike; (2) Financial —incarcerationand reentry has .
adverse effects on the financial capacity of offenders, their families, and the neighborhood as a
whole; (3) Identity —residentsand ex-offenders who experiencea loss of self-worth and self-
—- esteem struggle to shifi their identity in positive directions; and (4) Relationships—ihterpersonal
' networks are disrupted in multiple ways—spousal and parent/child relationships become strained
or severed, and refations between neighbors can grow distant. The aggregate effect reduces rhe
- Capacity of social supports fur all concerned. To this list, ex-offendersadd the problem of
“TTT "pressure,”” which permeates their reentry experience.

These four domains illustrate how higls rates of incarceration might destabilize -
communities by damaging the human capital of the residents, the social czpital of networks of
informal social control, and the credibilityof the justice system in the eyes of people who see
their communities afflicted by systems of inequality and injustice. To address these problems, we
offer 16 rccommendations that serve as a comprehensive programmatic response to the problems
that arise from high rates.of inearceratiors concentrated in certain communities, We conclude by
suggesting areas for furthet Tésearch.
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REVIEW OF MAIN FINDINGS

g .. Qur participants were animated in their discussion of incarceration, and their various

comments point b a complex refationstiip BétWeen. incarceration and community lifein their

neighborhoods. n some ways, they see removal of offenders asa positive force. Arrests that

remove progtitutes and drug dealers benefits public space, and seeing offenders receive ajust

... punisiimentsis-considered appropriate. Residents also told stories of ways in which some people

posed trouble for families and, friends, and whez they were incarcerated, things 'amproved for — -

everyoneelse. Nobody objected to the existence of prison, and-there were frequent enough calfs

for stiff semtences for drug offenders and often harsh pm;wﬂalties,_%pecialiy for sex offendersand. . _ =~ ...

those who hurt childrén, - - —_— il

I .Y eisMeares (1997) has u_bséfved'abqﬁt-inn¢£;g§$y residents'and h e police, our
‘ . partlc&panisaxe troubléd by the probiems caused by the criminal justice "syst'e'rh as we_!i as by.

crime. 'ijfér,-'bz‘;} ;;énicips_mts reserved their most spirited commentsfor voicing their objections

to the Way removal and reentry sometimes damages their communities. Through their
experiencesand perspectives, they repeatedly pointed to the problemsthat stem from high—-
incarceration rates. Although the Resident Groupsemphasized slightly different concerns than

“did the Ex-offender Groups, both groups.described ways fhat removal and reentry had an imipact

———

paniculgrlg; expressed difficulty with the pressures of reentry. ‘In the preceding two chapterswe. o

distussed hese issues in detail; hefwe pravide a brief summary.

Most directly, respondents discussed the strong and multi-faceted financial éffectsof .

: ..incdrceration o their lives. FOr'general residents it was-true that incarceration sometimes -
® S TS
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- provides temporary rellef from & relative needing helpto gel out oftrouble, but at the sameé time
—~ - families are often disarganizéd after the Joss of a_'ﬁnanciai contributor (evenif not through lega A

—imieans) and hampered by tﬁg_inp;caeed financial burden of ﬁsiﬁngztovw ofies IN prison, paying

i

for the cost of phone calls, housin'gar;d- feeding retuming&-offender::., Neighborhoods suffer .

too, from hlgh concentrations Of returning ex- offenders when employers are betrayed by ex- _

offendersthey hire, when housinagvalues drop due to an increasingly negative community -

T raw—

reputation and when patrons stop frequenting stores where unemployed people congregate

outside; Not only do ex-offendetssuffer financially from th_eir inabilityto find gmployment upon

‘ transportauon that they can:not meet. : . S —_ T /

LI

The'second area discussed by our respondents was stigméa, apmblem that is omnipresent

O in the:r iwes Exmf‘fenders reported being incapable of overcoming the label of "*offender.”" This

results in therr |nab| ii |ty to successfuny reintegrate into-the community due to subsequent (and

sometimes chronic) unemployment the unwillingness of landlords to rent homes to them and

. general distrust by poltce and members of the community,. Furthermom stigma often is

L e

transferred from individuals to their families, sometimes causing them.to withdraw from

o

- Eommunity‘iife in shame, both when the offender gees to prison and upon his return. Stigma is

ap———

transferredto the community as wll, resuiting in a loss of the area's reputation as a good pface

to live: and dobusiness. . — o
— E Our respondents discussedtheproblem of identity, telfing about a pervasive lass of self:
worth and self-esteem, not only among ex-offenden but among general residents, particularly

chlld.t'en, I|V|ng|n the commumty The: loss of positive role models for children is seen as an o
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- especiallyimportant problem caused by i'ncérceratim, because. it interferes with appropriate-aduit

@ - ;

super\éision of children, and often leads children ta_see crime and imprisonment as their destiny."".
Mst residents, however, feei that ex-offenders can be positive t51¢ Tiodels when they retiarn to

- the comunity if they make an effort to share with the childrentheir process of change and their

imprbved attitudes.. Finally; incarceration has an impact on cemmunity-level identity by causing

residents to feel hopelessness and-apamy'abﬁut the prospects for change..

The, fourth a r k ofconcem was the ways in which incarceration altered the dynqmics of. .
commuriity refationships. While removing an.active offender fram a family sometimes has the
baheﬂt.‘qf improving relationships among remaining family members, this protess frequently .
dam'agef them too. For instance, spousal and-parént-child relationships are strained orﬁ&ed;__
‘families somietimes experiencedisolation from neighbm.sdue to stigma or shame, andresidents’

. ) rclatio.n:_;hi'l:)_ to E;g-«af_fqn'dei's and their'faxﬁiii'jeé are attenuated out of caution, suspicionor fear. .
L Publié. soclalmleracuons also are effected; increased police surveillance actsas a disincentive'for
law-abiding citizens to céng;gggte openly since it ofteninvites unwanted police attention.
To these themes, ex-offenders added a concern abgﬂt ‘Fhe pressures of reentry, citingthe
" “difficulties in findingjobs; getting housing, and reestablishing relationships-with family and

friends; Criminaljustice vigilanceis aiso-described asd s6urce of strain, which become

particularly problematic at the fime when adjustment is most tenucus. The existence of pressure

makes an already dauntingset of adjustment challenges seerm impossible for some ex-offenders.
The way ex-offendersdesciibe Teir experience of reentry using a different franie of

reference illustrates something about the community-level dynamics oF removal and rsentry...

.-
. Wi p—
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'Tliey are-connected processes, but they may be different in their community-level effects. All -
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respondents identified consequences of both"pic;cessie%_;'ﬁut residernts were more spe'cifié about
T the effects ofremoval, while ex-offenders spoké more directly to the effects of reentry, and our E
findirigs reflect thisfat. Removal portends a setof gains and losses that affect tangibte matters' e T

_— in a persoi’s life, such as financesand relationships, and.social issues as well, such as stigma and

identity. These individual effects add up across Cases to constitute a broader, community level

-  impact. Regjarding reentry, however, the cotlective impact & lessclear. Families discussthe way

Fesar

o they welcome returning offenders back into their group, and neighborsdescribe the ways they_

e e v

seek to tolerate a new arrival upon reentry, even as théy grapple with suspicion about that _

e person's&..... in the cammunity. And.it is likely, of course; that there is sonﬁe:uppe; limiton% . _ . . ~
ability of a community, particularly one that-is-esonomically disadvanfaéed;-to ﬁnanéiajly and

. socially absorb, and physically house farge numbers g"f_: hard-to-employ residents. But whileour - : W{;

. rcsponde"%:{%s_,m_re sometimesable to describe communit'y-ie\'{el implications of high rates of

L ﬁnjbﬁré],'_thgx had difficultyidentifying similar level impacts of reentry, even though

coricentrated rates Of reenty—?  tho natural consequence of high rites of removal. Instead,

reentril was more commonly seen ag producing individual--and famsily-level impticationsmat did

not seem to extend to the broader community. S

| : — - e
IMPLICATIONS OF THEFiNDINGS e "
The four impact domains described above arc important, both because of the immiediate -
probiers they cause for cbmuniti’erexperiencing. high rates of incarceration and als¢ tecause
they have implications for'long-term cormunity stability. At the outset of this report we laid out
@.iqg:‘@t communitystabiiit'f@o‘uid' be & ffected by incarceration through its impact on human " an

® . ——
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